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Resolving disputes in a timely manner is crucial for any online production group. We present an analysis
of Requests for Comments (RfCs), one of the main vehicles on Wikipedia for formally resolving a policy or
content dispute. We collected an exhaustive dataset of 7,316 RfCs on English Wikipedia over the course of
7 years and conducted a qualitative and quantitative analysis into what issues affect the RfC process. Our
analysis was informed by 10 interviews with frequent RfC closers. We found that a major issue affecting the
RfC process is the prevalence of RfCs that could have benefited from formal closure but that linger indefinitely
without one, with factors including participants’ interest and expertise impacting the likelihood of resolution.
From these findings, we developed a model that predicts whether an RfC will go stale with 75.3% accuracy, a
level that is approached as early as one week after dispute initiation.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The internet has enabled large-scale collaboration on tasks of a grand scale, from building the
world’s largest encyclopedia to solving open mathematics problems [10]. However, given the
scale of interaction between diverse participants, it is no surprise that disputes often occur while
working together. Thus, resolving disputes in a timely manner is of fundamental importance in
any workgroup towards maintaining productivity and a healthy community. Understanding and
improving such online processes for deliberation and resolution can have impact in areas including
open democratic initiatives and civic participation [30], as well as virtual teams [19], open source
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development [27], and online community maintenance [32]. Nowhere is this more clear than on
Wikipedia, a place where almost all conflict is resolved through online deliberation. The stakes for
deliberation can be high—for instance, the addition of two paragraphs about a city on its Wikipedia
page can lead to significant changes in tourism [17]. As a result, conflicts arise on the platform
regularly [23, 47], mirroring conflicts around contested information in the world. Prior research
has often focused on “edit wars”, or back-and-forth edits on Wikipedia articles, as well as on article
talk pages [39], where editors go to informally resolve an issue, as signals of conflict and resolution.
However, there are also various formal resolution processes for disputes that cannot be resolved
informally, with differing layers of escalation. The study of these formal processes can reveal
insights about factors leading to resolution as well as areas of friction, towards the design of better
processes and systems for online deliberation and resolution.

To better understand online deliberation, we investigated one of the primary formal processes
on English Wikipedia for deliberation and resolution of content and policy disputes—the Request
for Comment (RfC) process. Using RfCs, editors who cannot resolve a dispute may publicize their
deliberation to the broader Wikipedia community to invite participation, sometimes culminating
in a closing statement by a neutral editor that summarizes the discussion and makes a resolution.

We created a novel, comprehensive dataset of 7,316 RfCs from English Wikipedia dating from
2011 to 2017, parsed to separate out closing statements, authors, and reply structure. This dataset
is released publicly for the research community.! We employed a mixed-methods approach by
analyzing this data quantitatively as a whole as well as qualitatively by selecting a random subset
of 40 RfCs to manually inspect. To inform our analysis, we interviewed 10 of the most frequent RfC
closers to understand their motivations and considerations when deciding whether to close an RfC.

From the complementary sources of data, we examined what major factors in the RfC process
result in failure to come to a resolution. Not all RfCs require a formal resolution by a closer; instead,
some may informally end due to overwhelming agreement by participants or withdrawal of the
RfC by the initiator. In our dataset, we found that 57.65% of RfCs end up getting formally closed
through the addition of a summary statement resolving the dispute. However, of the 42.35% of RfCs
with no formal resolution, we found that 78% had no participant activity to informally end the
RfC—in other words, that a full one third of all RfCs in our dataset were left stale. A prevalence of
stale and unresolved disputes may mean that effort put into discussion is wasted and time is lost
waiting for resolution.

From interviews and qualitative analysis of our dataset, we uncovered reasons for why these
RfCs do not get formally closed, including factors such as poorly articulated initial statements by
inexperienced discussion initiators, lack of interest from third-party experienced Wikipedia editors,
and excessive bickering or contentiousness during the discussion.

Using these factors to inform a series of features, we developed a model to predict whether an
RfC will go stale based on information about the page before the RfC initiation as well as what
transpired over the course of participation in the RfC. When trained and tested on our entire
dataset, the best model achieved 75.3% accuracy, an improvement of 8.1% over a baseline of simply
predicting that it will not go stale. We find that the most informative features as to whether an
RfC will go stale are the interest and expertise level of participants, followed by features related to
the size and shape of the discussion. Furthermore, we consider how well such a model performs
as an RfC progresses in time after its initiation. At their start point with just an initial statement,
prediction of the outcome of RfCs is little better than the baseline of predicting closure for all RfCs.
However, even after just one week of participation, we can predict the likelihood of going stale at
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above 70% accuracy. Using this model, participants and the initiator of an ongoing RfC can assess
the likelihood of an RfC going stale which can inform future actions.

Finally, we revisit the major goals of a deliberative process and how novel tools such as our model
and new designs can help make the deliberations and resolutions on Wikipedia more e ective. We
consider how tools for publicizing RfCs or connecting editors with di erent levels of expertise could
improve consensus-building. We also consider how tools for better organization and sensemaking
of discussion can be of use to initiators, participants, and closers within Wikipedia, as well as in
other communities conducting deliberation.

2 BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK
2.1 Self-governance and Rule-Making in Wikipedia

As commons-based communities such as Wikipedia and open-source development grow larger and
become more stable, questions of governance become criticaf]. Researchers have examined
how policies on Wikipedia are shaped through the creation of proposals that eventually form
rules or guidelines. Over time, policies as well as the processes for generating them became more
formalized B, 43 and complex B], generating hundreds of pages for editors to reference in disputes.
Despite this, examination suggested that Wikipedia's governance stayed exible towards various
structures B] and decentralized when it came to modi cation and interpretatioh. More recent
analysis of rules on Wikipedia found a shift in favor of deliberation coupled with declining revision
activity [20. Given the impact of deliberation in the continual re-interpretation of policies, it is
important that con icts that a ect policy be resolved quickly.

2.2 Processes for Resolving Content Disputes

Broadly, there are two types of disputes in Wikipedia, content-related disputes, which include
policy disputes, and user conduct disputes, and numerous formal and informal mechanisms for
achieving resolutions for each type. While our focus is on content-related disputes, the line between
the two types can blur, as user conduct issues can arise in the course of a deliberation about content.
When it comes to resolving a content dispute, editors normally try to resolve it on their own by
following Wikipedia policies for achieving consensuand dispute resolutionthrough editing or
discussion via the article's talk page.

However, when the dispute cannot be resolved by the involved members, there are a number
of ways to receive outside help. First, Third Opinion (30) is reserved for content-related issues
between exactly two editors, and is a relatively informal process for getting an outside opinion. In
comparison, the Dispute Resolution Noticeboard (DRN) is used for disputes involving more than
two parties or when 30 does not resolve the dispute. Volunteer moderators on the noticeboard
provide suggestions and mediation towards the dispute, but this process is primarily limited to
simple disputes that can be quickly resolved. If the dispute escalates, there is Formal Mediation,
which is provided by a panel of experienced mediators called the Mediation Committee (MedCom)
who resolve Requests for Mediation (RfM) once they are led. At any point in the escalation of
dispute resolution processes, editors can turn to Requests for Comments (RfCs) by writing up a
proposal or question on the relevant article talk page and then inviting comment by the broader
community by posting to various noticeboards.

For this work, we chose to focus on RfCs as it is one of the more common formal processes for
resolution due to its exibility, and because it involves a number of editors across Wikipedia due to
the gathering of input from the broader community, as opposed to places like 30 or DRN. Beyond

2https:/len.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Consensus
Shttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Dispute_resolution#Resolving_content_disputes
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these forums, there are more specialized venues for resolution for particular types of content
disputes, such as Articles for Deletion (AfD), which focuses on whether to delete, merge, or move
articles. Finally, as mentioned above, there is an entire separate set of noticeboards and processes
for the second category of user conduct disputes, culminating in nal arbitration by the Arbitration
Committee (ArbCom), that we do not study here.

2.3 Research on Conflict and Deliberation in Wikipedia

Some research has analyzed informal processes for managing con ict, such as through edits on
article pages or informal discussion on talk pages. Many have studied edit wars that break
out between editors on certain article8$, 47, giving rise to policies such as the Three Revert
Rule [6]. These oftentimes bursty edits to content can form an informal process for resolving
con ict without explicit communication. Other work has demonstrated the value of both implicit
coordination via sca olding while editing and explicit coordination via communication [21, 45].

Researchers have also analyzed the deliberative discussions that happen on Wikipedia, nding
evidence of both constructive behavior and pitfall3y 42. Conversations on talk pages can create
long chains of back-and-forth responses in a format much like threaded forudgs Analysis
of talk page communication found that it scales up to help manage con ict as the number of
editors grow 2. Qualitative analyses of deliberation on Wikipedia found a high level of analytic
discussion focused on problem analysi$, while other work has found examples of debates around
information quality [3§. However, researchers have also found lower levels of social aspects of
deliberation such as respect and consideratiéh pnd other researchers found cases of power
plays when policies are unclear and advocate for more tools to support the consensus pradess |
These studies demonstrate the importance of deliberative discussions on Wikipedia as well as point
to challenges and opportunities for tool-building.

While most existing work focuses on informal coordination and communication, in this work we
turn to more formal mechanisms for con ict resolution. There exists some analyses of these formal
discussions for the case of Articles for Deletion (AfL1), though there the number of participants
per discussion is generally small and the emphasis is on votiify. [Thus, AfD discussions do not
represent the best examples of actual deliberation and con ict resolution through consensus. In
this work, we present one of the rst in-depth analyses of the RfC process, one of the main vehicles
for deliberation and formal resolution of content disputes on Wikipedia.

2.4 Promotion Discussions and User Roles in Wikipedia

There are also both formal and informal processes for managing user roles and promotion within
Wikipedia. Some of the formal processes involve deliberation, such as the Request for Adminship
(RfA) process for selecting administrators on Wikipedia. Research has shown that a model consider-
ing factors like strong edit history can predict which users will be voted in as an administrafr [
There is also research into the emergent, informal roles that form on Wikipedia to handle di erent
tasks, including di erent editor roles 46, as well as social rolesi], and roles based on discourse
acts in talk pagesZq. In this work, we shed light on a particular type of informal editor role that

has not been studied in detail, which is that of frequent RfC closer. While there are few restrictions
on who can close an RfC, we nd that closers tend to be experienced editors. From our interviews,
we investigate the motivations of frequent RfC closers to get involved in closing.

2.5 Tools for Deliberation and Consensus

There have been many e orts to improve the interface of talk pages and build tools for consensus.
Some have targeted the unstructured nature of talk pages, which can cause di culty for newcomers,
and have developed lightweight tools to add structur®f]. Others have developed models to
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Fig. 1. Screenshot of an RfC started by using the RfC template{{afg}}

predict di erent dialog acts in Wikipedia 4], which could also lend greater structure. Within
the MediaWiki platform, interfaces have been developed that make talk pages more like question-
answering systems or threaded forums, such as Flawd LiquidThreads

Researchers have also sought to support consensus-building on Wikipedia, including tools to
summarize behavior and track con icts as they unfol&4). Some outside tools could be considered
as inspiration for alternative structures for discussion. For instance, Considerit makes use of pro-
con lists to get an overview of di erent perspective8T]. Similarly, Opinion Space plots users'
opinions on a 2-dimensional gridlfy. While traditional polls are sometimes used in RfCs, they
are generally used to elicit opinions as opposed to vote on a decision, due to the emphasis on
consensus-building over majority rule. Unlike polls, these alternative tools help highlight more
nuanced perspectives than is possible through aggregating votes along a single axis. A di erent
kind of tool is Re ect, a system for encouraging active listening by having participants summarize
each other's comment®. Similarly, Wikum is a tool for summarizing discussions in a bottom-up
fashion using a wiki-like mode of collaborative editing§. In the discussion of this work, we
consider how tools could help improve the problems that we notice with formal deliberations.

2.6 Analyzing the Language of Deliberation

Researchers looking at various communities have studied patterns of discourse in deliberations.
Some have built models for politeness, nding that editors on Wikipedia who are polite achieve
higher status through electionsl}]. Other research analyzing debate communities such as Reddit's
ChangeMyView found that persuasiveness aligned with greater interplay between counterargu-
ments and the initiator (. Research on language coordination shows that echoes of linguistic
style in responses can determine power di erentials]]. We build on this work by analyzing
language and releasing a dataset of deliberations on Wikipedia along with their closing statements.

3 INTRODUCTION OF REQUEST FOR COMMENT

In this section we provide a description of Requests for Comment (RfCs). RfCs are a common
process use by Wikipedia editors, or volunteers who write Wikipedia articles, for requesting input
from uninvolved editors concerning disputes about policy, guideline, or article content. It is a
formal way to attract more attention to a problem that is not resolvable with local discussions, and
uses a system of centralized noticeboards andatetlivered invitations to advertise discussions.
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3.1 The RfC Process

Initiation : The process for RfCs starts with a content dispute that has already been discussed in a
talk page but has not been resolved. At that point, an editor can start a new section within the talk
page. Using the RfC template t¢frfc}} , the initiator writes a neutral statement in the form of a
proposal or question outlining the issue at hand, optionally selecting one or more topical categories
as well, as shown in Figure 1.

Initiator: Any Wikipedia editor can initiate an RfC, as long as they follow the speci ed procedure.
Dissemination : After the initiator adds the RfC template tag to the page, a Wikipedia bot called
Legobot assigns the RfC an ID and posts the RfC on the RfC list page pertaining to that category.
Once the RfC tag is removed from an RfC, the category page removes the RfC, keeping only a list
of active RfCs on the page. Legobot also noti es a random subset of editors that are watching pages
or lists related to the RfC, such as editors who have volunteered via the Feedback Request’Service
There are currently 2,360 editors listed as volunteers, though editors also provide a limit on how
many noti cations to receive a month. Anyone may also post the RfC manually to places such as
Village Pump forums, various noticeboards, talk pages of relevant WikiProjects, and talk pages of

related articles or policies, in order to invite more discussion from people not already involved.
Discussion: Once initiated and publicized, the discussion unfolds in a threaded fashion using
indenting. Some RfCs also include a section for users to indicate their position in a polling process.
The default length of an RfC is 30 days, after which Legobot automatically removes the RfC template
tag, and it gets removed from RfC lists. Participants can delay this removal if discussion is still
ongoing or they can revive the RfC by re-adding the tag later. The RfC may be closed early if
consensus is clear before 30 days, though a general practice is to wait at least a week for input.
Participants Although anyone can participate in an RfC, the system is targeted towards getting
input from uninvolved editors who can provide unbiased opinions to help resolve the dispute.
Closure and Conclusion : After a certain period RfCs can conclude with three type of endings,
which are a (i)formal closure , an (ii) informal end , or (iii) simply be leftstale. These three
endings are organized in Table 1. fprmal closures a general process for relatively more con-
tentious debates, requesting an uninvolved third party to close and mark the end of the discussion.
Anyone may post the RfC to the Wikipedia Administrators' Noticeboard/Requests for cldsare
clearinghouse where frequent closers go to nd unclosed RfCs. A closer closes the RfC by adding the
templates{{archivetop}} and{{archivebottom}} along with a closing statement surrounding
the RfC as shown in Figure 2.
For the remaining RfCs without these templates, there are two possibilities as to what was the
outcome of the RfC. First, the RfC could have beenifigrmally endedbn purpose by participants,
the initiator, or another editor by removing the RfC tag manually. This might happen because
the initiator reconsiders and chooses to withdraw the RfC, or an obvious consensus may lead
participants to agree to withdraw the RfC. Second, the RfC could have (iii) gtelethat is, while
waiting for further participation or a formal close, there is a period of no activity for 30 days, and
the RfC never gets closed by an individual. In this case, Legobot would remove the RfC tag after 30
days of inactivity, e ectively withdrawing the RfC if no one bothers to open it up again.

4https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Flow

Shttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:LiquidThreads

6Bots are computer-controlled user accounts that help maintain pages: https:/en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Bots
"https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Feedback_request_service
8https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Village_pump
Shttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Administrators%27_noticeboard/Requests_for_closure
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